A GROUP OF NOBLE DAMES

Mrs. Doniell's exaggeration of her husband's wish for
delay in their living together was inconvenient, but he
would not openly infringe it. He wrote tenderly to
Betty, and soon announced that he had a little surprise
in store for her. The secret was that the King had
been graciously pleased to inform him privately,
through a relation, that His Majesty was about to offer
him a Barony. Would she like the title to be Ivell ?
Moreover, he had reason for knowing that in a few
years the dignity would be raised to that of an*Earl,
for which creation he thought the title of Wessex would
be eminently suitable, considering the position of much
of their property. As Lady Ivell, therefore, and future
Countess of Wessex, he should beg leave to offer her
his heart a third time.

He did not add, as he might have added, how greatly
the consideration of the enormous estates at King's-
Hintock and elsewhere which Betty would inherit, and
her children after her, had conduced to this desirable
honour.

Whether the impending titles had really any effect
upon Betty's regard for him I cannot state, for she was
one of those close characters who never let their minds
be known upon anything. That such honour was
absolutely unexpected by her from such a quarter is,
however, certain ; and she could not deny that Stephen
had shown her kindness, forbearance, even magna-
nimity ; had forgiven her for an errant passion which he
might with some reason have denounced, notwith-
standing her cruel position as a child entrapped into
marriage ere able to understand its bearings.

Her mother, in her grief and remorse for the
loveless life she had led with her rough, though open-
hearted, husband, made now a creed of his merest
whim ; and continued to insist that, out of respect to
his known desire, her son-in-law should not reside with
Betty till the girl's father had been dead a year at
least, at which time the girl would still be under
nineteen. Letters must suffice for Stephen till then,
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